Abstract: While holiness is one of the motifs in theological discourse that can legitimately be said to entwine many others, the coinage it receives for such honour is being largely exiled from discussion. Thus, any contribution that could be made by considering Jesus Christ as the defining revelation of holiness is sidelined. Beginning with some biblical observations, and enlisting some help from Scottish Congregationalist P.T. Forsyth, this article seeks to encourage a reclaiming of holiness vocabulary as a distinctly christological reality and gift that finds expression first in the unique incarnate life and death of the Son, and then in the life and mission of the community created and sustained by that same Son.
The centrality of holiness in the Hebrew Bible
Holiness has to do first and foremost with God. Its language is not borrowed from the realm of any human experience and is consequently (and uniquely) free from all logic of metaphor. Unable to be either translated or substituted for any other word, its meaning therefore can only be determined within the dynamic of divine action which it both reveals and mediates, even while it veils. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the vocabulary of divine holiness is most clearly preserved in the language of liturgy and prayer -in those arenas of human activity where God is spoken to rather than spoken about, where God is realized and praised rather than analysed and appraised, and where the burden of precise definition and explanation is not only less pressing, but if pressed could be disadvantageous and distorting. 7 The naming of this risk does not shut down systematic enquiry, however, so much as define a proper context in which the discourse might proceed with humility. That systematic enquiry is, in fact, opened up by holiness is itself telling that holiness ever desires to be found and, indeed echoed. Accepting for the moment, then, the most common etymological 8 meaning of holiness as 'sheer difference from everything else ', 9 or 'that which is marked off, withdrawn from ordinary use', 10 and noting that holiness encompasses a far broader range of ideas and experiences than its etymology envelops, this 'otherness' finds twofold ethical expression in the Hebrew Scriptures -negatively, in its rejection of all that is opposed to God, and positively, in the sanctifying election of things, people and places other than Godthose creaturely realities that pertain to God.
Regarding the latter, Procksch helpfully identifies two discernible streams in the Hebrew Bible: the cultic (religious) and the prophetic (ethical). In the cultic, the focus is not on holy action but on holy states and holy objects -'the holy things of the Lord'. As these objects combine with the cultus, eventually the cultus itself becomes threatened by a 'purely material conception of holiness', 11 a materialization that was simply assumed by the time of Jesus (Mt. 23:17-19). As this materializing 7 I am not here advocating liturgical 'fuzziness', nor the confusion of 'mystery' with such. The ethicization of the holy comes to fruition in the prophets, most prominently in Isaiah where the (vertical) basis of Leviticus' Holiness Code -'You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy' -is worked out horizontally in the ethical and social life of God's people. Thus is God's name hallowed not just in Israel but before the nations, their 'job description' being Exodus 19:5-6. 12 The prophets specifically identify this hallowing activity with Israel's care for its most vulnerable (refugees, orphans, widows and the poor), with just practices in the courts, and with other activities such as Sabbath observance and denunciation of idolatry. What this suggests is that holiness must echo itself, and it 'finds' that echo not only in its own Triune communion, but in creation.
The annihilating power of holiness
Creation's holiness, however, is not reached apart from judgement -the judgement of both Israel and the world. Hosea reminds us that although the 'Holy One of Israel who lives among you' has always desired 'steadfast love and not sacrifice' (Hos. 6:6), and shown mercy towards an ungrateful people, when God's covenant people defile themselves through sin and idolatry (5:3; 6:10) their unfaithfulness cannot finally go unpunished. Although such punishment tears at the very heart of God (6:4), Hosea warns that 'the days of punishment have come' upon idolatrous Israel (9:7) and such will be the intensity of that punishment that they will long to be crushed by the mountains (10:8; cf. Mk 13:14). Yet through this action of the Holy God come the raw words of a wounded lover who will not, and can not, let go of his beloved precisely because he is God and no mortal (11:8-9). Commenting on God's holiness in the book of Hosea, Eichrodt writes:
There can be no playing down the annihilating power of holiness, and the intensity of the threat of judgement in Hosea can hardly be exaggerated. Nevertheless, in the end it is the incomprehensible creative power of love which marks out Yahweh as the wholly 'other', the one whose nature is in complete contrast to that of the created cosmos. estrangement (judgement) and our reconciliation. The Holy One is Israel's Redeemer. What Isaiah's eye did not yet see, nor ear hear, nor heart imagine, on that day, was that the Holy One of Israel is the world's Redeemer. Both Israel's calling to be a 'holy nation' and her judgement is with a view to the salvation of all the nations, to that day when the nations shall see God's righteousness in Israel's Messiah, and all the kings his glory (Isa. 62:2).
Holiness incarnate
God's holiness, like his love, is revealed in the economy of his action.
14 The locus of this holiness-revealing activity was that nation birthed from slavery by the mercy of God and put out to live as the holy nation among all the nations to bear witness to the one true God (Ex. 15:11; 19:5-6). In the incarnation, that locus shifted as holiness tabernacled among us in Jesus Christ. At Pentecost, that locus was extended to those whom Jesus is not ashamed to call his sisters and brothers. Those who were once 'no people' have come to the living Stone and are now 'a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that [they] may proclaim the excellencies of him who called [them] out of darkness into his marvelous light' (1 Pet. 2:9).
Few, if any, theologians have so trumpeted the centrality of holiness as Peter Taylor Forsyth (1848 Forsyth ( -1921 . Whereas Bray argues that holiness is not only the quality peculiar to God's very essence, but finally an incommunicable quality, 15 Forsyth posits the notion that in Jesus Christ, and in him alone, such a miracle happens -God's incommunicability is communicated: 'The unapproachable approaches, enters, tarries, lives, dies, conquers among us and in us . . . subdues all things to its sanctity, and establishes its good and blessed self in us and on us all'. 16 Rejecting the impersonal Aristotelian formulations of holiness which found voice in Plotinus and Spinoza and later in Protestant and Roman scholasticism, which posited God as 'the Supreme Being, inviolable, self-sufficing, and splendid', Forsyth gives holiness a 'true Christian sense' 17 -a deliberately christological shape -when he regards Jesus as 'God's holiness in human form'. 18 Christ unveils God's holiness to us -not as a prophet with a message, but as the Son for whom nothing was dearer than his Holy Father and for whom nothing was more paramount than hallowing his Father's name. The tradition has always maintained that holiness has no meaning apart from God. God is ontologically holy. Indeed, holiness is the one reality about God that is without parallel (metaphor) from within the created order. So it ought to come as no surprise that holiness can only be conceived by revelation -by giving itself to us. That God does precisely this is an expression of his freedom to be for and with the creature. That this 'giving' happens in his beloved Son is assurance that God's sovereign holiness is that which stoops down to us in merciful condescension and at great cost. Hence God's holiness never means that God is less gracious.
It is not only for theology proper that holiness is the primary category. Because of God's action in Jesus Christ, the same must also be said about creation. For a Holy Creator, creation's raison d'être must be the 'reflection and communion of His own holiness'. 19 Whether God can secure this 'holy destiny' in the face of that sin which mocks and smites holiness is, Forsyth contends, 'the ultimate question in life', because it is the question of final moral authority: 20 Without such an absolute there is no faith, no obedience, because no authority. If it be not holy it is not a moral absolute; and if it do (sic) not save it does not love. Mankind finds and confesses its one authority in a Holy God as a Saviour -in the Holy God, not viewed in a moral aesthetic as merely pure, but ethically, lovingly, and practically viewed, as saving and sanctifying, as absolutely mastering the world's one moral crux, its unholy sin. 21 An imperative for understanding Forsyth's theology is that Jesus' holiness exposes the sin of the world and draws it to its hideous climax and end on the cross. One example, among many, where Forsyth attends to this reality is in his sustained commentary on Holman Hunt's painting of 1854, 'The Scapegoat'. Forsyth sees in this work the despised Christ groaning and travailing under the load and curse of the world's sin, knowing the horror or despair and confronting it 'head on'. Like Hunt's goat, Christ enters into hell, into the miasmal jungle of death, into the eretz gezerah ('place of cutting off ', Lev. 16:22 22 ) where there is 'no life, but total curse, and hard, hopeless blight', 23 carrying sin's curse 'amid fearful loneliness and agony, into the presence of God by confession full and complete; where the sin, being thus exposed, was purged and burned away in the forgiving love of God who is a consuming fire'. 24 Forsyth insists that while this scuppering of sin was a moral process, Christ's death is the crowning spiritual act of a succession of such obedient acts which flowed from a moral rather than a magical personality, and which constitutes his real spiritual life and work. 25 Christ's death has meaning for us because he redeems from our midst, answering holiness 'from sin's side', and triumphs over evil through judgement, bearing the 'curse of human toil and sorrow' and absorbing into his own incarnate divinity all the judgement due to humanity.
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Here Forsyth reveals a development in the idea of holiness that is absent in Otto's mysterium tremendum, Tillich's 'the divine' or 'the quality of that which concerns man ultimately' 27 and Derrida's 'unscathed which is safe and sound'.
28
Forsyth offers not the results of a particular reading of a universal religious, anthropological or cultural phenomenon, but a specifically Christian understanding of holiness whose content and definition is unapologetically Christ-given and shaped. Although he does play down the role of the Spirit, and despite his unapologetic Kantianism, Forsyth never considers divine holiness in isolation or in abstraction from God's sanctifying activity in Jesus Christ. To speak of 'the holy' is to speak of none other than One who has bared his holy arm in Jesus Christ and by the Holy Spirit as the 'Holy One in our midst', as our Redeemer and Sanctifier. In other words, we must never think of God's holiness (or human holiness) in abstraction from the action of the Triune God who elects, judges, saves and sanctifies humanity in Jesus Christ.
To affirm the Christ-given and -shaped characterization of holiness is to affirm that God's holiness is not the 'object' of our curiosity so much as the 'subject' of our life and being. So to reflect on the self-revelation of holiness is to be ever orientated towards and engaged in holy communion -a willed relationship of the holy with the Holy -a communion which is initiated, established, maintained and perfected by the Holy Trinity and secured forever in Christ's holy cross. 29 We are saved into holiness -a holiness that is always, for humanity, 'borrowed' holiness, and is sustained by God.
To name God Christianly means that we cannot get away from holiness. Stephen Barton notes that holiness in the New Testament is related to an understanding of both 'who God is and where he is to be found', a sense of both his transcendent incomparability as well as his accessibility 'arising out of his covenantal love and mercy'. 30 A survey of the agioς word group reveals at least four christological features. 31 Firstly, although there is significant continuity between the testaments, in the New Testament holiness and sanctification take trinitarian shape. Central to this presentation is the person of Jesus. Sanctification still remains the sole work of God, but now it is that which has happened in the person of Jesus Christ. In this One who will be called 'holy' (Lk. 1:35; Mt. 1:21), and whom even the unclean spirits acknowledge as the 'Holy One of God' (Mk 1:24), God's holiness and glory have appeared enfleshed for the salvation of all, and in him human sanctification is secured. The Father has made Jesus our 'wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and redemption' (1 Cor. 1:30). There must be no mistake here of understanding salvation as merely the application of Christ's 'benefits'. What we have witness to in the New Testament is that in the incarnation, sinful human flesh has been taken up, united with God, crucified and purified from sin -made holy.
Secondly, a radical redefining of sanctification forms a central part of Jesus' ministry. We have no reason to suppose that Jesus did not presume some of the popular thinking central to much Second Temple Jewish piety -a piety which found expression both in ethical concerns as well as external conformity to social and cultic expectations. 32 However, Jesus rigorously challenged and reinterpreted much of this thinking, not least those practices that excluded disreputable people from eating at the table of 'the righteous'. Here was no Qumran righteousness awaiting the coming of the kingdom. Here was One giving practical expression to the truth that in him the kingdom of God had dawned and with it good news for both 'sinners' and the 'righteous'. Not a few times did Jesus -in a similar manner to the pre-exilic prophets -accuse his contemporaries of being too concerned with outward piety at the expense of the 'weightier matters of the law: justice, mercy and faithfulness', calling upon them to do the latter without neglecting the former (Mt. 23:23). Presumably, the lighter matters of the law will care for themselves as justice and mercy find adequate expression and priority. Thirdly, in Jesus, God's holiness is not relaxed so much as brought near to those who were formerly on the outer -even to those outside Israel. The second Person of the Holy Trinity entered the matrix of Israel's cultically clean-obsessed society and deliberately set about to touch the unclean -lepers, corpses, menstruating women. He made a point of eating with prostitutes and calling 'sinners' his friends. He did almost everything that the Old Testament prohibits the people of YHWH, and especially priests, from doing. In his complete identification with us, he made himself not only common, but ceremonially unclean -bringing himself under the curse and judgement of God. In this action, he shifted the focus from the temple to his body, and from ritual cleanness to the human heart (Mk 7:15-23). As our High Priest, Jesus rightly discriminated between holy and common, between clean and unclean. As God, through whom all things were created, in becoming a creature he joined himself to the creation, died in it, and was resurrected in it. In that one living-dying-rising action he vanquished sin and death, and declared that humanity and creation are sanctified -made 'good' 33 -as they find their life and identity in him.
Fourthly, Jesus made it clear (at least to those who are given to see) that the sanctification of all things and the establishment of God's kingdom would happen through the judgement of this world, through the ruler of this world being driven out, as Jesus is lifted up on the cross from where he will draw all people to himself. The interplay of the words 'holy', 'sanctify', 'glory' and 'glorify' in Jesus' high priestly prayer (Jn 17) point to the reality that the sanctification of the disciples and of the world (as past and completed action) flows from the action of the Son sanctifying himself at the cross (Jn 17:19). When he touched the 'unclean', he became the polluted One, the sick One, the crippled One, the adulterous One, the dying One, the One on whom all the wrath of God would fall. He became as the greatest sinner of all, though he was without any sin of his own, and he 'bore our sins in his body on the tree . . . by his wounds we have been healed', that is, sanctified. 34 Creation's disorder, chaos, pollution and guilt have been taken up in this Man who gathered all the cesspool of the confusion of human hell into the depths of his own being as he fulfilled the Father's will in becoming a curse for us. This is sin's 'supreme perversion . . . when innocents are condemned and die as if they were sinners'. 35 And in his crucified humanity, he suffered all unholy corruption and guilt until it was annihilated. He made purification for our sins and in bringing us into the holy presence of God he sanctified us, and perfected us in himself. 36 God does not merely dispense judgement. He bears it, praises it, hallows it and absorbs it on the tree; and his resurrection announces that he exhausts it. 37 Forsyth insists that in the obedient Son, God's love is hallowed, for it 'must be hallowed, even if [God] spare not His Son. His Son spared not Himself in the hallowing of that name. It was the first function of His Cross.'
38 God hallowed his own name in that one action that redeemed and sanctified all humanity. Indeed, he owed it to Himself. 'I do not this for your sake, but for My holy name which ye have profaned.' In His love He gave the Self that makes Him what He is eternally, and is in Himself and of Himself. His holiness was able to make His own propitiation, which was so willing in His love.
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Holiness -God's and ours -is the theme in the ministry of Jesus and so of the Scriptures. It stands to reason then that Christianity's first concern be 'God's holiness before all else'. 40 As it must if holiness is to be truly holy, God's holiness descends on humanity as love, assails sin as grace, and exercises grace through judgement. Forsyth sees in the atonement that action of Christ's death whose 'prime regard' and 'first charge' was to God's holiness. Human reconciliation is 'impossible except as that holiness is divinely satisfied once for all on the cross.' 41 Indeed, this goal is the key to the incarnation. He who shared the wrath of the Father (Rev. 6:16-17) as well as his love for humanity (Jn 3:16; 13:1), entered humanity to stand as humanity's vicar, answering the prayer 'Hallowed be thy name' at the cross. Never again can God be charged with indifference to evil against his name. Never again can humanity claim ignorance concerning the true nature of ethics as holiness.
Ethical implications of holiness -life in the Holy Spirit
Karl Barth has noted that the 'problem' between the reconciliation and sanctification actualized in Christ and the contemporary situation of the Christian in the world is the 'divine problem' that God has taken up as his own and solved in the presence and action of the Holy Spirit. 43 The Spirit is the beginning point for all our theology because he alone, through his Word written and proclaimed, reveals Jesus Christ and so something of the life that the Father shares with the Son. The Bible's own vocabulary concerning the Spirit's work includes his conviction of sin, assurance of forgiveness, guidance into the truth of the Scriptures and aid in prayer. It is the Spirit who builds, orders and empowers the church for its mission to the world, accompanies the preaching of the gospel, makes that preaching effective, binds us to Christ, and brings us to worship the Triune God through faith and obedience. Apart from the Spirit's work, there would be no gospel, no new birth, 44 no unity among believers, no Bible, no knowledge of the Lord Jesus 45 and no holiness. This is Scripture's way of giving voice to the reality that the Spirit alone may create the purlieus for borrowed and reciprocal holiness in that creation in which he is the life. This pneumatic action creates an eschatological correspondence to the Spirit's own holy nature, a correspondence which has already found enfleshment in Jesus Christ, and which the Spirit pledges to extend universally to all creation as the fulfilment of Christ's redemptive action. God's gift of two holy and creaturely realities -namely the holy church and holy Scripture -are both taken up into God's sanctifying activity serving as 'firstfruits' of God's determination to bring all of creation into blamelessness (Rev. 14:4).
The holiness of God revealed through the Spirit in the economy of the Son makes possible humanity's unity before God. Barton rightly notes that the reinterpretation of holiness in the epistle to the Hebrews in terms of a holiness of solidarity in God's relation with creation 'makes possible a new solidarity within the created order itself. The locus of this new solidarity is the Church.' 46 The church is the communio sanctorum not because of its self-confessed sanctity or fraternity but world as the kingdom of Christ's holiness that shapes Forsyth's vision regarding such realities as the church, the home, the arts, issues of social justice, mission, politics, and society as a whole. because it belongs to Christ, because it is creatura verbi divini and lives by that same Word, because its very existence bears witness to God's saving and sanctifying purposes for all humanity, and because it participates in Jesus' own hallowing mission to the world in the power of the Spirit to the glory of the Father. Thus the church is holy not by its own choice but by the election of a holy God, and its redemption by a holy Christ. It is this calling that sanctifies the church and regulates it in its mission. Again Forsyth: 'The bride grows to meet the husband who chose her and whose rank she takes. Whom God called He also sanctified, and He has gone on sanctifying. Indeed, it is actually a holier Church to-day than in the first century.' 47 Holiness is never static, and so conferred ecclesial holiness finds ebullient though disciplined expression lived out in the power of the Holy Spirit in the world for which it is elected and set apart. This vocation is fulfilled in so far as the church bears witness not to itself but to its Holy Husband, and to his sanctifying work for and in the world. Thus can Forsyth assert that 'all history exists for the Church'.
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Commenting on Romans 1:7, Cranfield writes:
The 'holiness' of God denotes the absolute authority with which He confronts men. But this authority was the authority of Him who had revealed Himself as merciful and righteous; and under the influence of the prophets the ethical element in 'the holy' was strongly emphasized. The term 'holy', applied to Israel, expressed the fact that they were God's special people. 
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To be sure, in so far as the church is elected, called and equipped by God to live out its vocation in holiness in this world, and not some other world, here we enter the paradox so elegantly described by Rowan Williams:
A human being is holy not because he or she triumphs by will-power over chaos and guilt and leads a flawless life, but because that life shows the victory of God's faithfulness in the midst of disorder and imperfection. The Church is holy . . . not because it is a gathering of the good and the well-behaved, but because it speaks of the triumph of grace in the coming together of strangers and sinners who, miraculously, trust one another enough to join in common repentance and common praise . . . Humanly speaking, holiness is always like this: God's endurance in the middle of our refusal of him, his capacity to meet every refusal with the gift of himself. 50 Forsyth properly reminds us that the holiness of the church is, like God himself, unseen, though manifest wherever the gospel which created it is lived and worked for, and where the measure of its true action -namely worship -is undertaken in all the energy and grace that flows from God towards humanity. 'In its purity it is everywhere to faith, nowhere to sight.' 51 Requisite to this witness is holy Scripture, the creation of that Word of God by which the church is born, sustained, chastened, reformed, equipped and sent into the world to fulfil its priestly and prophetic vocation, and through which Christ publishes his gospel. Scripture is holy because it is set apart for, and taken up by, the Spirit to this end -to testify perfectly concerning Christ (Jn 5:39). The Bible, therefore, is not so much a document as a holy sacrament. 52 The Holy Father's goal for humanity, from before the foundation of the world, is a pure and holy family. This is the true nature of things. God's people are therefore claimed for holiness by God and called to live holy lives that reflect the holy communion that the Father knows with the Spirit and the Son -the definitive expression of which is love. As argued above, this claiming happens in the person of Jesus Christ. In him, and for his sake, the church, the 'holy temple', is sanctified and called to live out the reality of her sanctification in the world. Now fully sanctified through the death of her husband, unqualified obedience to his life-giving and holy word is not an option. Far from being a burdensome thing, it is the delight of those who love and reverence the God they call 'Holy Father'. This life of obedience is made possible because of, and through, the two gifts of the Father -the death/resurrection/ascension of the Son for us, and the subsequent pouring out of the Holy Spirit who realizes in the creature what has already been achieved for the creature. 53 The New Testament calls those so claimed for holiness of life 'saints'. These 'holy ones' make up the Holy Community. They are not, as even Otto reminds us, 'the morally perfect' so much as those who 'participate in the mystery of the final Day'. 54 Whilst some New Testament scholars, following particularly the epistle to the Hebrews, identify this activity as being determined by and mediated through the new Christ cultus, 55 others are persuaded that the focus of this activity is the Holy Spirit. 56 Those who have been sanctified in Christ are kept sanctified by the 'Spirit of holiness' who now leads the 'saints' by the word of God into truthful living, that is, 'walking' in a manner befitting their sanctification. 57 Utilizing cultic imagery, Paul entreats believers to present their bodies as living sacrifices, 'holy (αγ ιαν) and acceptable to God', as their reasonable (λογ ικ ην) act of worship (Rom. 12:1). This is only possible, he has already argued, as believers 'set their minds on the things of the Spirit' and dwell in him (8:5, 9-11), for 'those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons (υιοι) of God' (8:14).
The indwelling of the Spirit means, negatively, 'effectual power in the struggle against sin ', 58 what was once called mortification, not in the sense of sinless perfection but in the sense that one is never left helpless. Positively, it means vivification -what Webster describes as the power to live 'out of that which has been made alive in the Son's resurrection'. 59 The New Testament allows no room for a notion of holiness divorced from those ethical imperatives that the holy God calls his elect to live out and so empowers them for. God has given his Spirit precisely that the church might be empowered to resist the 'works of the flesh', manifest the fruitful life of God in the world, and so express true humanity as it stands blameless in Christ at his appearing. Thus it ought to be no surprise that the Holy Spirit is the eschatological Spirit. He is the point of interruption of the familiar with the yet familiar, that is, with the yet to come. Like holiness itself, the Spirit lies beyond the boundaries of what we yet fully know, even while ever bringing the truth of the future to us.
At a time when even conservative publishers are sponsoring work that questions the appropriateness of speaking of 'sin', 60 the need for the one, holy, catholic and apostolic community to rediscover the centrality of holiness as the most quick, piercing, subtle, pervasive and permanent power we know -as it comes to us and is defined for us in the person of Jesus Christ -is imperative. 61 I conclude with an assessment by David Wells, who has written of God's holiness in the face of what he adjudicates to be a loss manifested everywhere in the evangelical world of the vision of God as holy:
The loss of the traditional vision of God as holy is now manifested everywhere in the evangelical world. It is the key to understanding why sin and grace have become such empty terms. What depth or meaning, P.T. Forsyth asked, can these terms have except in relation to the holiness of God? Divorced from the holiness of God, sin is merely self-defeating behavior or a breach in etiquette. Divorced from the holiness of God, grace is merely empty rhetoric, pious window dressing for the modern technique by which sinners work out their own salvation. Divorced from the holiness of God, our gospel becomes indistinguishable from any of a host of alternative self-help doctrines. Divorced from the holiness of God, our public morality is reduced to little more than an accumulation of trade-offs between competing private interests. Divorced from the holiness of God, our worship becomes mere entertainment. The holiness of God is the very cornerstone of Christian faith, for it is the foundation of reality. Sin is defiance of God's holiness, the Cross is the outworking and victory of God's holiness, and faith is the recognition of God's holiness. Knowing that God is holy is therefore the key to knowing life as it truly is, knowing Christ as he truly is, knowing why he came, and knowing how life will end. 
